Introduction
Response rates have been falling across all forms of survey research for decades (see for example Baim 1991; Meier 1991; Smith 1995; Groves & Couper 1998; de Leeuw & de Heer 2002; Bednall & Shaw 2003; CMOR 2003) , and this trend seems likely to continue. Thus, given that all survey research depends on respondent cooperation to ensure valid and unbiased results, it is imperative that survey researchers develop and adopt techniques that can be used to increase rates of survey participation. This paper reports on four techniques that may be used in telephone surveys.
In telephone surveys, one key to a high participation rate is the skill of the interviewer. The interviewer has to be able to deal with respondent reluctance, resistance or even hostility and still elicit cooperation, in addition to conducting the survey in an appropriate manner. Surprisingly little research has examined this topic, but what has been done does offer some useful suggestions for improving interviewer quality (see for example Namias 1966; Dohrenwend & Dohrenwend 1968; Sudman & Bradburn 1974;  International Journal of Market Research Vol. 47 Issue 1 Dillman 1978; Groves 1979; Oksenberg et al. 1986; Morton-Williams & Young 1987; Frey 1989; Groves & Couper 1998; Houtkoop-Steenstra & Van Den Bergh 2000; Dijkstra & Smit 2002; Bednall & Hall 2004) .
A second key to a high participation rate relates to the content of the survey introduction. What information should a respondent be given? Unfortunately, there is also a dearth of published data on survey introductions, even in recent books on survey non-response (e.g. Groves & Couper 1998; Groves et al. 2002) . This paper focuses on four elements that could easily be incorporated into telephone surveys: incentives, length of introduction, assurance of confidentiality, and assurance that the survey is not an attempt to sell something. It reports the findings of an unpublished New Zealand study that examined these elements in 1994, prompted by the observation that relatively little has been published on these elements in the intervening period. Thus, while the data are 'old', there is either little other data available, or the published data are also dated, so the findings presented are not likely to be any less relevant.
Incentives
Relatively few studies have examined the use of incentives in telephone surveys. Dillman et al. (1976) found that offering the survey results to people approached for a telephone survey did not increase response rates. Gunn and Rhodes (1981) and Goetz et al. (1984) found the promise of payment did increase response rates and did increase questionnaire completeness (Goetz et al. 1984) . Singer et al. (1999) , Singer et al. (2000) and Singer (2002) report a number of experiments which tested promised and prepaid cash incentives in telephone surveys. The results were inconsistent for promised cash incentives (Singer et al. 2000; Singer 2002 ) but suggest that prepaid monetary incentives, as in mail and face-to-face surveys, tend to be an effective means of improving participation rates. In large telephone surveys, however, particularly when random digit dialling is employed, payment to individual respondents is not practical. An alternative is to use a prize draw or lottery. There appears to be no published information on the effectiveness of this option with telephone surveys.
Assurance of confidentiality
A technique that is widely used in mail surveys is an assurance of confidentiality (Yu & Cooper 1983; Frey 1986; Singer et al. 1992) . Both Yu and Cooper (1983) and Singer et al. (1992) found that an assurance of The effect of introductions on telephone survey participation rates confidentiality had a negative effect on survey participation. Singer et al. (1992) speculate that a confidentiality assurance may be perceived as an indication that the topic of the survey is sensitive, and so people are less likely to agree to participate. Frey (1986) reports that, while confidentiality assurances did not affect response rates, they did contribute to lower data quality. Given the increasing pressure to include such assurances, particularly in research conducted by academic institutions, the effect of this procedure deserves closer attention.
Assurance survey is not a sales pitch in disguise
Another assurance that could be given, but which does not appear to have been tested in telephone surveys, is the assurance that the survey is not an attempt to sell something. Struebbe et al. (1986) , Brennan (1991 Brennan ( , 1992 and Remington (1992) have all reported quite high rates of sugging (i.e. selling under the guise of a survey), and Brennan (1991) found that 50% of respondents thought that polls or opinion polls were really sugging. These authors postulate that this is having an effect on people's willingness to participate in telephone surveys, although no evidence is provided to indicate that the respondents' suspicions that telephone surveys are disguised sales calls actually affect participation rates.
Quantity of information provided
A further element that appears not to have been tested, but is alluded to by Dillman (1978) , is the effect of the quantity of information provided to respondents about the survey. Providing just a minimal amount of information will shorten the introduction, but may not provide sufficient information to stimulate interest or commitment or make the respondent feel that they know enough about the survey to agree to take part. On the other hand, providing more information will make the introduction longer, and may discourage participation.
Method
Data were collected from two omnibus surveys conducted by a commercial market research company as part of their normal monthly household omnibus. The survey sample was stratified by age and sex within region to reflect population distributions. Interviews were conducted using the company's CATI facility. The sample of concern was International Journal of Market Research Vol. 47 Issue 1 the entire group of people contacted to take part in the survey who had been exposed to an introduction (n = 4104).
The study tested four elements: an incentive (non-cash prize draw); length of introduction; an assurance of confidentiality; and an assurance that the survey is not selling in disguise (sugging).
A 2 × 2 × 2 × 2 factorial design was employed to test each element, resulting in a total of 16 different element combinations. The incentive offered was a mystery weekend for two (domestic air travel). The 16 different introductions were rotated across each of the interviewers to eliminate other factors which affect participation rates, such as day of week, time of day, interviewers' characteristics, and length of the different surveys. One of the introductions used is shown in Appendix 1 (where the options are given in italic and brackets).
Results
The primary concern in this study was to determine which combination of survey introduction elements works best. In a commercial survey, the default option would be a short description with no incentive and no assurances (Introduction 16: see Table 1 ). This would be the cheapest and easiest to use, as it is the shortest. Thus the first question to address is whether there are any combinations of elements that give significantly higher participation rates than this control. Z-tests were used to compare each treatment with the control.
Only one of the introductions produced a participation rate significantly different from that of the control, at the 0.05 level (see Table 1 ). This was the offer of the incentive (prize draw) coupled with a 'no sales' assurance (Introduction 11), and so would be the introduction of choice. In contrast, a confidentiality assurance on its own (Introduction 14) produced a significantly lower participation rate than the control, so should be avoided.
Due to the factorial design employed, the contribution of each of the introduction elements could be examined. The results of an ANOVA indicated that the model provided a reasonably good fit of the data (adjusted R 2 = 0.59), and that the introduction elements did have a significant effect on participation rates. The largest effect was due to incentive, which increased the participation rate by about 7%, and was the only statistically significant effect. The assurance of confidentiality depressed the participation rate slightly, while the no-sale assurance raised the participation rate slightly, and the length of description had no appreciable effect. A further examination confirmed that the offer of an
The effect of introductions on telephone survey participation rates incentive did not prompt people to claim they were the appropriate respondent (birthday next) when they were not.
The effectiveness of the incentive is apparent in Table 1 , where it can be seen that all of the introductions that included an incentive achieved higher participation rates than the control (although only one of these differences was statistically significant).
Discussion

Incentive
These results suggest that the incentive (a prize draw for a mystery weekend) can be an effective way to increase participation rates. Furthermore, all of the introductions that used this incentive performed better than the control and better than all but one of the combinations without an incentive. This suggests that there is no negative interaction between the incentive and the other introduction elements, so it can be used with confidence. However, whether this particular incentive, or some other form of incentive, would be effective for surveys with different topics or with a different sampling frame, remains to be determined. Future research could investigate the effects of different types of incentives, such as cash prize draws, which Brennan et al. (1991) suggest are more effective than gift prize draws. The effect of the size of the incentive, and of informing respondents of the odds of winning it, could also be tested.
Confidentiality assurance
It is of note that the effect of the confidentiality assurance was negative. Although caution is required in interpreting these results, the direction of this effect is consistent with the findings of Yu and Cooper (1983) and Singer et al. (1992) . One might therefore prefer to omit this assurance. However, if it is used, and some institutions require such an assurance, the results reported in Table 1 suggest it should be used in conjunction with an incentive. Singer et al. (1992) conjectured that a confidentiality assurance may be perceived as an indication that the topic of the survey is sensitive, and so people are less likely to agree to participate. In our study, however, the topics were clearly not contentious or threatening, which may explain the muted effect of the confidentiality assurance.
Alternatively, it may simply be that privacy and confidentiality were of no great importance to most respondents in 1994, so the assurance had little impact. If this was the case, little has changed since. Although investigating non-response to mail surveys, Finn (2004, p. 81) concluded that 'In New Zealand, surveys are generally not seen as an invasion of privacy, and respondents generally appear to trust survey research firms. ' In New Zealand, market research (and marketing) is governed by the Privacy of Information Act (1993) . Like the British Data Protection Act (1998), the purpose of the Privacy of Information Act is to protect an individual's privacy, and the guiding construct is that of 'informed consent'. Researchers are required to ensure confidentiality, and to ensure that respondents know how the information they provide is going to be used, prior to seeking their consent to obtain it.
To ensure they meet the spirit as well as the letter of the Act, the ethics committees in an increasing number of institutions require researchers to provide a stated assurance of confidentiality; consequently, this element deserves further investigation using more contentious topics. It would be ironic if the use of a confidentiality assurance led to poorer data quality due to lower participation rates and non-response bias in those very situations where such assurance may be most appropriate, and where unbiased results are particularly important.
The effect of introductions on telephone survey participation rates
No-sales assurance
The 'no-sales' assurance had a small, positive (but non-significant) effect on the participation rate. While there is no evidence to suggest that this assurance will increase response rates, it would also seem unlikely to decrease them, so there is no reason not to use one. Indeed, the best result in this study was achieved by using a no-sales assurance in conjunction with an incentive.
Given that the overall effect of this element was non-significant, the results do not support the contention that respondents' suspicion of sugging was having some effect on survey participation in New Zealand (Brennan 1992) . However, it is quite possible that this result was influenced by the nature of the survey (omnibus) and the survey topics, which may not have aroused suspicions of sugging.
Telemarketing in New Zealand is much more prevalent now than it was 11 years ago, but sugging is prohibited under the Privacy of Information Act (1993). While there is an increasing number of people in New Zealand who are averse to direct marketers, this is more likely due to overexposure to telemarketing than to sugging. The New Zealand Direct Marketing Association provides a Name Removal Service whose list is reportedly growing at 200 names per month, with the telephone list currently containing about 18,000 numbers (DMA 2004) . However, the use of this list by marketers is not mandatory, contrary to the situation in the UK (Telephone Preference Service) and the US (Do Not Call register).
While suspicion of sugging no longer appears to be a major concern for survey research in New Zealand today, and the practice appears to be declining due to legislative changes in the UK and US, this is not to say that respondents no longer believe that surveys are not disguised sales attempts. Thus further research on the effects of a 'no-sales' assurance is warranted.
Description length
The effect of the description on participation rates was slightly negative, but this was non-significant, so one must assume that it made no difference. This would suggest that a longer description is redundant. However, it should be noted that the differences between the long and short descriptions were not great. The short descriptions in the two surveys were six and eleven words respectively, while the long descriptions were both eighteen words. Thus, although the long descriptions did provide more information than the short description, the long description was not particularly long. The question of how to optimise the amount of information provided deserves further consideration.
Conclusions
Most of the combinations of introduction elements produced participation rates that were not significantly different from those produced by the control, suggesting that reasonable results can be achieved by simply using the control condition -no incentive, no assurances, and a short description. However, the results also indicate that it is possible to improve participation rates by selecting an appropriate combination of survey introduction elements. The findings reported here suggest that, for a survey of the general public, the best way to ensure a high response rate is the use of an incentive coupled with a short survey description and an assurance that the survey is not a sales pitch. Thus this would be the recommended introduction to use in a telephone survey of the general public, but clearly further testing of these elements across a wider range of survey topics would be advisable. What is needed is a re-examination of all of the published findings and suggested survey procedures for improving participation rates, to determine their relevance to telephone surveys in this millennium.
Appendix 1: Interview introduction
Treatment Introduction Description 'Good morning/afternoon/evening. My name is … from …, a market research company. The survey we are conducting covers a number of topics and includes questions about ownership and usage of computers and cars, and questions about types of cough remedies and pain relief products <long version> OR cars, home computers, and medicine products <short version>.
Confidentiality assurance (I assure you that people's answers are totally confidential) No-sales assurance (and that no sales calls are made as a result of participation.)
The survey takes around x minutes Incentive (and in appreciation of people's time, participants' names will go into a draw for an Ansett Mystery Weekend for two).
For the purposes of this survey I need to speak to the person in your household aged 15 years and over whose birthday falls next.'
The only difference in the second introduction was the survey description: 
